Children's access to dental care in Connecticut's Medicaid managed care program.
To describe dental care utilization and access problems in Connecticut's Medicaid managed care program, using quantitative and qualitative research methods. Using Medicaid managed care enrollment and encounter data from Connecticut, utilization rates for preventive care and treatment services are determined for 87,181 children who were continuously enrolled in Medicaid managed care for 1 year in 1996-97. Sociodemographic and enrollment factors associated with utilization are identified using bivariate and multivariate methods. Dental providers and practices where children received services are described. Qualitative methods are used to characterize problems experienced by families seeking dental care during the study period. Only 30.5% of children continuously enrolled in Medicaid managed care for 1 year received any preventive dental services; 17.8% received any treatment services. Children who received preventive care were eight times more likely to have received treatment services. Utilization was higher among (a) younger children, (b) children who lived in Hartford and in other counties served by public dental clinics, and (c) children enrolled in health plans that did not subcontract for administration of dental services. Just 5% of providers, primarily those in public dental clinics, performed 50% of the services. Families whose children needed care encountered significant administrative and logistical problems when trying to find willing providers and obtain appointments. Access to dental care is a problem for children in Connecticut's Medicaid managed care program. Several features of managed care have negatively affected access. Public dental clinics served many children across the state and contributed to higher utilization of preventive care and treatment services among children living in Hartford.